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Abstract

The grouping of pine, bamboo, and plum as the “Three Friends of Winter” is one of the most widely
circulated subjects in the history of Chinese painting, and its pictorial schema underwent a long
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evolution from the literary and poetic connotations of literati culture to an established pictorial
formula. Taking the formal construction and semantic evolution of the schema as its thread, and
drawing on textual research and historical materials of painting, this paper sorts out the complete
trajectory of the “Three Friends of Winter”: from the moral-allegorical origin of “withering last in
the cold” (sui han hou diao) in the Analects, to the establishment of the literati schema against the
background of the interpenetration of literati culture and Chan Buddhism in the Song dynasty, to
the deepening of the subject through literati brushwork in the Yuan dynasty, and finally to its fixa-
tion in the Ming-Qing period as a conventionalized pictorial program covering both academy-style
and literati painting. The study demonstrates that within Chinese painting, every formal transfor-
mation of the Three Friends schema corresponded to a shift in the community of creators and in the
cultural context; its semantics likewise gradually settled from a moral self-allegory of the literati
into a widely circulated cultural schema that combines moral-allegorical connotations with auspi-
cious meanings. An examination of the painting itself reveals that the division of labor among pine,
bamboo, and plum in terms of brush-and-ink language—trunk, leaf, and blossom—is precisely the
formal foundation that has enabled the continuous growth of the Three Friends schema.
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